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What is Appreciative Inquiry? 

Appreciative Inquiry – these days called AI - is an organisation development 

method that allows only positive statements. There is a strictly enforced prohibition 

against problem statements, complaints or any mention of something that is 

wrong.  The underlying assumption is that problems fade as strengths replace 

them. See the mini Case Study at the end of this article.  

 

What is the difference between AI and other methods? 

Where there is an undesirable situation – sales are down, turnover is up, there‟s 

internal bickering, customers are grumbling - typically managers take four steps.   

1. Identify the problem   

2. Identify the scope of the problem and who is responsible.   

3. Set up a task force to establish the cause(s) of the problem; share findings 

on a need-to-know basis.   

4. Create solutions (in the form of actions) to redress the problem.  

Appreciative Inquiry proposes a different process. When there is an undesirable 

situation, people across the organisation take these four steps:   

1. Conduct an Inquiry (using a specially-designed Questionnaire) about what it 

is like when things are as you want them to be. 

 

2. Answer the questions by telling stories – e.g. about people, policies, 

practices, culture – that come to mind.  

 

3. Inspect the collection of stories in order to discover patterns of thinking, 

feeling and behaving that describe you at your best and lead to success.  

 

4. Study the patterns and decide what ways of being would allow you to 

operate now as you did when you were and are at your best, individually 

and collectively.  

 

Why is it called Appreciative Inquiry? 

The objective is to find out what you appreciate, admire and value about yourself, 

your colleagues and the organisation, in order to build on what you discover in the 

course of the inquiry.  
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What are the definitions of appreciative and inquiry in this context? 

Definitions (from www.positivechange.org )  

One way to understand Appreciative Inquiry is to consider the meaning of its two 

words. Each word alone has implications for the practice of organization change. 

The power of Appreciative Inquiry, however, is the by-product of the two words 

working together. Like hydrogen and oxygen that combine to make water - the 

most nurturing substance on earth - "appreciation" and "inquiry" combined produce 

a powerful, vital approach to leadership and organization change. 

Appreciation: recognition and value added  

Appreciation has to do with recognition, with valuing and with gratitude. The 

word "appreciate" is a verb that carries a double meaning. It refers to both 

the act of recognition and the act of enhancing value. Definitions include:   

 to recognize the best in people and the world around us 

 to perceive those things which give life, health, vitality and excellence 

to living human systems 

 to affirm past and present strengths, successes, assets and potentials  

 to increase in value (e.g., the investment has appreciated in value)  

Indeed, organizations, businesses and communities can benefit by greater 

appreciation. Around the global, people hunger for recognition. They want to work 

from their strengths on tasks they find of value. Executives and managers long to 

lead from their values. They seek ways to integrate their greatest passions into 

their daily work. And organizations strive regularly to enhance their value to 

shareholders, employees and the world at large. 

Inquiry: exploration and discovery  

Appreciative Inquiry is about more than appreciation, recognition, and 

enhancement of value. It‟s also about inquiry. 

Inquiry refers to acts of exploration and discovery - a quest for new 

possibilities, being in a state of unknowing, wonder, and a willingness to 

learn. It suggests openness to change. "Inquire," a verb, means:   

 to ask questions 

 to study 

 to search, explore, delve into or investigate  

Inquiry is a way that organisations and individuals can learn. The act of inquiry 

requires sincere curiosity and openness to new possibilities, new directions and 

new understandings. We cannot have "all the answers," "know what is right," or 

"be certain" when we are engaged in inquiry. The spirit of inquiry is the spirit of 

learning.  

 

http://www.positivechange.org/
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What are the key assumptions and beliefs? 

Appreciative Inquiry is founded on a set of beliefs about human nature and human 

organizing.   

 People individually and collectively have unique gifts, skills and 

contributions to bring to life.  

 Organizations are human social systems, sources of unlimited relational 

capacity, created and lived in language.  

 The images we hold of the future are socially created and, once articulated, 

serve to guide individual and collective actions. 

 Through human communication (inquiry and dialogue) people can shift their 

attention and action away from problem analysis to lift up worthy ideals and 

productive possibilities for the future.  

 

What is the theoretical foundation? 

 Storytelling creates new patterns of interaction and can reshape a culture.  

“The stories that get transmitted around the organisation ARE the culture and 

people act into them,” Caryn Vanstone explains, “and that interaction creates new 

reinforcing stories; and so on. So notions of what is beautiful, ugly, good, evil, 

good business practice, corruption, urgent, irrelevant… are all socially constructed 

norms that over time we come to think of as fundamental truths.  

“The point is that we become defined by the stories we tell ourselves about 

ourselves. So any relationship founded only on disappointment, criticism, 

incapability and sadness, is unlikely to be a source of ideas for overcoming, 

becoming, flourishing and living to the full.”  

 Positive questions elicit positive stories  

Human systems develop in the direction of individuals‟ questions. The idea is that 

questions, rather than obedience, lead ultimately to strength. This is not a new 

premise - in fact it is a form of the Socratic Method, one that Socrates died 

defending. (It may be relevant here that Goldratt‟s „guru‟ figure in his management 

novel, The Goal, uses the Socratic Method. – ed) 

Discussions resulting from positive questions – discussions about strengths, 

successes, values, hopes and dreams - are transformational. They cause people to 

find positive energy for cooperation, kindness and joy.  

Your internal monitoring system, on high stressful alert when handling problems, 

relaxes into a responsive, clear-sighted calm when considering possibilities. 

Overall, you reshape expectations and reprogram responses, remove 

communication barriers, improve self esteem and produce a kind of spiritual good 

fellowship.   
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It is the intent that people go on to produce 

action plans everyone agrees are desirable 

and realistic – and if the top managers 

participate, it can reduce stress, redirect the 

organization toward a collaborative work 

environment and positive, happy workforce. 

The only rules are: you can‟t talk about 

problems and you can‟t complain.   

 

    Poster from an AI Project 

 Gestalt Psychology plays a part.  

Gestalt psychology proposes that there is no “essential you.” Instead, what we 

think of as our personalities are stories of ourselves that we have told ourselves 

and acted into for so long, that they have become our sense of personality.  

 

 Theory of Social Construction  

The theory holds that people create social contexts and belief systems; that 

actions follow from meaning and patterns of meaning become a belief system held 

by a group of people. In other words, we see some things and not others, and 

create our own culture.  

 

Do theorists agree about AI? 

The assumption that social construction derives from perception, inquiry and 

dialogue - irrespective of underlying psychological and psychodynamic 

development history - is an ongoing debate in organizational development circles.   

Whether uplifting experiences clear the pitch of problems - or leaves them 

underneath to return and trip you up another day – that, too, is a hot topic in the 

same circles.   

Proponents of AI don‟t make any comparative claims; they claim that digging for 

the organization‟s life force via cooperation is preferable to digging for problems 

via regret and recriminations.  

How does theory tie up with practice? 

www.inspiring-results.com (reprinted with permission) sets out a brief explanation.   

 

 

 

http://www.inspiring-results.com/
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The following four guiding principles of AI describe why making this shift generates 

successful and sustainable change. Each of the four is described briefly, followed 

by one of the strategies commonly used to put it into practice.  

Principle 1 Words create worlds  

Reality is not an objective fact-it is a 
subjective experience. When we use 
language in conversations, we are 
creating meaning - creating a reality - 
with others. Whether the talk round  
 the water cooler is negative or 
positive, it becomes a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. 
 
 

Strategy 1 Identify your positive core 

Here you tell stories, discuss and explore 
to create a clear image of your strengths 
and assets as an organization and 
individually.  
 
These are the key attributes you want to 
keep and build on for the future. 

Principle 2 Positive images lead to 
positive action 

 Humans (in organizations and 
individually) move toward their images 
of the future. When you have positive, 
hopeful images of the future, you're 
inspired to take positive action in the 
present. When you're building on your 
strengths, you feel empowered to take 
bold steps toward your desired future. 
 
 

Strategy 2: Dream about the future 
you want to create together  

Share your most heart-felt desires for 
your future as an organization and 
individually. When people see what they 
want for their own futures in an  
organizational vision, they pursue it 
tirelessly.  
 

Principle 3: Quality relationships  

Organisational success depends a lot 
on quality relationships; that is, 
effective teamwork, honest and clear 
communication, creativity and 
innovation – and, appropriate 
leadership among all the relevant 
players, not just the management 
team. Organizations can move 
mountains when people create quality 
relationships at and across all levels.  
 
 

Strategy 3: Share stories to create 
quality relationships 
 Hearing someone's story transforms 
your relationship with him/her. When 
people talk with others about high points 
or challenges in their lives, they naturally 
build empathy, mutuality, respect, trust, 
and genuineness. In short, they build 
quality relationships.  

Principle 4: Previously hidden 
possibilities emerge when the 
entire organization engages in 
conversations that matter 

 When all key players (all levels of 
staff, clients, funders, and other 
stakeholders) talk in meaningful ways 
across organizational boundaries, they 
build quality relationships. As they 
understand each others' perspectives, 
alternatives they had never before 
considered become real possibilities.  

Strategy 4: Bring all stakeholders (or 
representatives) together, face-to-face 

 Getting everyone in the room at the 
same time enables people to develop a 
clear understanding of the whole 
organizational picture. They make sense 
of each other's differing perspectives. 
They come to appreciate the diversity 
among them. A level of trust and 
collaboration not otherwise possible 
emerges.  
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How do you set the stage/introduce Appreciative Inquiry? 

Each practitioner may develop an Introduction – a way to set the stage.  What‟s 

essential to AI is using positive language.  Many AI practitioners create a version 

of the AI Process and use that for a springboard. Here are a few; you can find 

dozens by searching Appreciative Inquiry in Google Images.  

 

 

What are an Appreciative Inquiry consultant’s key capabilities? 

 Ability to frame questions that preclude negative response and elicit stories 

about optimum conditions. 

 Ability to facilitate a dialogue; ability to open out and also to bring to closure. 

 Ability to explain and facilitate action research.  

 Ability to help people find common purpose across sometimes deep divide.   

 

What are the basic tools and materials? 

 An Interview with questions that preclude the negative and elicit stories 

about optimum conditions and performance.  

 An Interview Guide (possibly designed with your Core Team/Stakeholders)  

 In the Dream, Design and Destiny phases, the tool is Dialogue about the 

data one collects during interviews and Discussions about steps to take.  

 Art materials including marker pens, crayons, glitter, ribbon, poster papers, 

pads and pencils and odd bits that look creative.  

What’s the optimum size AI participant group? 

Any size group, depending upon what the practitioner can handle.  

 

http://www.iisd.org/ai/cyclediagram.gif
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What about seating arrangements? 

People sit together at round tables for six.  

 

Do you need a license to run an Appreciative Inquiry? 

Since there is no licensing, anyone may open up shop.  And, since the practice is 

a skeleton on which practitioners build language, labels, content and process, 

experience says to begin with interview and follow the four phases.  So, success 

will likely depend on the practitioner‟s...   

 values and attitudes   

 knowledge and understanding   

 intuition and skill   

...and very importantly, on the practitioner‟s knowledge and understanding of the 

client organisation‟s business.   

 

Where can I find out about becoming an Appreciative Inquiry consultant 

AI Commons  

AI Commons is a worldwide portal devoted to the sharing of academic resources 

and practical tools on Appreciative Inquiry and the emerging discipline, positive 

change. The site is hosted by Case Western Reserve University's Weatherhead 

School of Management.  

Learning Opportunities: Programs Offered by AI Consulting Firms  

AI Certificate Program in Positive Business and Society Change, 

Weatherhead School of Management  

Ai workshops and Dialogues 

London, United Kingdom  

Appreciative Consultation 

Australia  

Appreciative Inquiry Facilitator Training (AIFT©) 

Various Locations and Dates  

Appreciative Inquiry Unlimited 

Practitioner Workshops And Retreats: Regularly Scheduled and Customized For 

An Organization or Area, Williamsburg, VA United States  

Coaching Certification in Appreciative Inquiry & Whole System IQ 

Fall Program in the North-eastern US, Flemington, NJ United States  
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Coaching Certification in Appreciative Inquiry & Whole System IQ 

Flemington, NJ United States  

Coaching Certification in Whole System IQ™ 

Appreciative Leadership and Consulting, Seattle, WA United States  

Communication Professionals Foundation Workshop 

AI: A Powerful Approach for the 21st Century Communicator, Toronto, Canada  

David Cooperrider Presents Foundations and Frontiers in AI 

Longboat Key, FL United States  

GEM Certificate Program: Appreciative Inquiry for Development Leaders  

NTL Institute for Applied Behavioral Science 

AI Certificate Program, Bethel, ME United States  

Soar to Success - Potentiate Your Magnificence 

Auckland, New Zealand (Aotearoa)  

The Leading Clinic 

Appreciative Leadership Development and Organization Transformation Vashon 

(Seattle), WA United States  

The Taos Institute 

Social Construction in Action around the World  

Winnipeg - AI Foundation Workshop 

A Workshop on Appreciate Inquiry Philosophy and Methods and how to apply 

them effectively in your or Winnipeg, Canada  

Return to questions  

 

What might I read? 

Here are some starting points.  

“Appreciative Inquiry in Organizational Life,” David L. Cooperrider and Suresh 

Srivastva   

“Positive Image, Positive Action,” David L. Cooperrider and Suresh Srivastva   

 Key concepts from article     

 1. The artful creation of a positive, shared image of the future may well be 

the most prolific activity that individuals and organizations can engage in if 

their aim is to help bring to fruition a significant future.     

 2. Organizations (and people and societies) are largely heliotropic in 

character -- they exhibit a largely automatic tendency to evolve in the 

direction of positive anticipatory images of the future.     
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 3. Imagery: Imagination is more important than knowledge." -- Albert 

Einstein     

 4. Relationship between positive image and positive action: Positive imagery 

-- the placebo effect in medicine. Positive images lead to positive actions.     

 5. The rise and fall of images of the future precedes or accompanies the rise 

and fall of cultures.    

 6. Nearly everything society has considered a social advance (women's 

suffrage, full employment, universal education) has been prefigured first in 

some utopian writing.     

 7. We can create our own future-determining imagery (golf, bowling).     

 8. Implications for societies and organizations: Societies and organizations 

need less fixing, less problem solving and more positive images born of 

appreciation.     

 9. The appreciative eye -- as Churchill had -- apprehends "what is" rather 

than "what is not."     

 10. Appreciation not only draws our eye toward life, but stirs our feelings, 

excites our curiosity, and provides inspiration to the envisioning mind.     

 11. Our objective is to nourish the appreciative soil. Creating the conditions 

for appreciation -- in and around the organization -- is the single most 

important act that an organization can engage in if its real aim is to bring to 

fruition a new and better future.  

“Appreciative Inquiry: A positive revolution in change” Cooperrider, D.L. & 

Whitney, D., In P. Holman & T. Devane (eds.), The Change Handbook, Berrett-

Koehler Publishers, Inc., pages 245-263.  

Culture Change and Appreciative Inquiry, Caryn Vanstone, Ashridge Consulting 

Limited,   

The Power of Appreciative Inquiry:  A Practical Guide to Positive Change D 

Whitney and A Trosten-Bloom, Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc © 2003   

How can I use an appreciative style even in a traditional organisation? 

I asked Diana Whitney (Positivechange.org) what advice she has for junior 

managers who wish to work in an appreciative way yet who work in a traditional 

organisation.  Her Tips are concrete and practical.    

Take the time to get very clear on the two or three values or priorities that you 

have as a manager.  Then, create appreciative questions that ask people to share 

stories that recall experiences and knowledge of these values. 

Begin all meetings with a positive question related to the business.  If your meeting 

is about customer satisfaction, share at least one story of great customer. 
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Maintain a ratio of five positive to every negative comment you make to your team.  

Make sure you believe what you say; that you‟re sincere.  Track them.  Ask your 

team and colleagues to help you discover what your habits and patterns are in this 

regard. 

Have the courage to say: I don‟t know; please tell me what you know; and, how 

can we learn more?  

Create a habit of asking who else needs to be involved in order to make a good 

decision and ensure commitment to the future.  

Can small businesses use AI?  

Perhaps AI sounds like a dreamer‟s paradise where remembering the good times 

replaces facing up to tough situations. You may be thinking that it sounds like a 

waste of time; that since everything endlessly evolves, what used to work might 

not even be in the ballpark anymore. And you may imagine that ignoring problems 

can only make things worse. So is AI no more than a corporate performance of 

„Always looks on the bright side of life?‟  

To test the concept, I showed the comparison of Problem Solving and AI to my 

husband. He is a small business wholesaler employing six staff. More to the point, 

he‟s also a traditional English northerner - working family-Manchester born and 

bred, ten years from retirement and though socially and emotionally open minded, 

he is eternally sceptical of what he calls US “hype and fad.” To say he surprised 

me would be understatement.  

A small AI case study 

“This,” he said, “is exciting. I can see it. When we‟re down on the year, Daniel (his 

son and partner) and I chew our fingernails pretending that nothing is wrong. We 

never talk to the staff about it, which is ridiculous because they keep the books 

and ship the orders.   

“In our minds, we‟re the managers so it‟s our problem; we have to figure out where 

things went wrong and what to do about it.  

“This is an entirely new take. If we ask ourselves how we were when we were 

having a good year or our best years – we might find we were talking to customers 

we‟ve stopped talking to, or maybe we were meeting more often or .... And to think 

Angela‟s been with us for twenty-two years. She probably has stories to tell that 

will bring back things we‟ve lost as we‟ve gotten busier and her job has changed. 

And Davis, he‟s been in the warehouse for twelve years; he must remember things 

about how we dealt with customers that we‟ve long abandoned .…”  

In a short time my husband had begun an Appreciative Inquiry by asking questions 

like:  What do we value about ourselves, one another, our company?  What are we 

like when we‟re at our best?    
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He introduced those questions at work and came home buzzing. “Instead of sitting 

quietly waiting for us to make speeches or ask questions,” he said, “everyone got 

excited. Angela remembered that a customer whose brother-in-law had run a 

major retailer in our industry used to stop by from time to time to give us a heads 

up about what to expect for the next year. We don‟t do stuff like that anymore, do 

we? We all did a high five and Davis shouted out a huge „Yes!‟.”   

I, of course, sat there surprised and frankly relieved. I‟d not seen him this excited 

about possibilities in years. His business had been changing not for the better 

since the advent of on-line shopping and they‟d been addressing the changes 

largely from a pricing perspective. Now, he said, he could see that it wasn‟t 

business fixes they needed; they needed to open out their thinking about what to 

do and how to do it, and who got to participate. It wasn‟t in the details; it was in the 

approaches, processes and practices. It was, he said, in the basic philosophy of 

how we run the business.  

“We didn‟t decide to reinstate specifics,” he told me. “For example we didn‟t decide 

to buy in navy blue, which had been a big seller and hugely profitable. Instead we 

talked about how we made those kinds of decisions when we were more 

profitable.  

"Not everything from the past will help but some we‟d forgotten might return us not 

only to prior years‟ profit levels but prior years‟ enthusiasm and spirit - which I 

regret to say has been ebbing away. And here‟s a thought. Why don‟t we ever look 

at what we‟re doing now that works for us? Only common sense.  

“You know,” he said, grinning, “I might again be the happy person I used to be 

when leaving for work.”  

 

© 2008 The Working Manager Ltd www.TheWorkingManager.com all rights reserved  

    For information about this or other In Practice Series contact Helen Kelly, 

    International Editor  Helen.Kelly@TheWorkingManager.com  

http://www.theworkingmanager.com/
mailto:Helen.Kelly@TheWorkingManager.com

