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Appreciative Inquiry 

An In Practice™ Series by Helen Kelly 

 

Article Two 
How Appreciative Inquiry Works 

There is an automatic assumption that negative is realistic and positive is 

unrealistic. Upon inspection, this is madness. -- Susan Jeffers 

 

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

method fundamentally different from virtually all the others.   

 

 The aim is to discover what gives 

life to the organisation, and build 

on strengths to construct a 

prosperous way ahead (not to 

determine what’s dragging the 

organisation down, who’s to 

blame and what to change).  

 

 Work groups comprise people 

across the organisation at every 

level (not just executives).  

 

 

 The starting point is what’s right in the organisation (not what’s wrong).  

 

 The process involves telling stories about positive things (not solving 

problems).  

 

Does that mean you never address problems? Yes, exactly. The idea is that when 

you’re doing what you value and are good at, problems fade as strengths replace 

them.  

 

To find out how you can solve problems without discussing them, I attended a 

week-long Workshop in Taos, New Mexico* for people who might wish to become 

AI practitioners. We undertook a full start as a client might, and then some key 

elements of the process. Diana Whitney and Jim Ludema, the Workshop leaders, 

granted permission for us to include details of the week’s activities.  
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The AI Process  

The Inquiry proceeds in four 

phases: Discover, Dream, Design, 

and Destiny - names the first AI 

practitioners gave to the stages.  

Each phase is essentially a series 

of interviews with storytelling, 

conversations about proposals, 

and meetings to make decisions. 

People work at first in pairs, then 

in larger groups, and then out 

across the organisation.  

 

You tend to meet, swap stories with - and discuss possible plans with - people at 

all levels of the organisation you might never have met. AI facilitators pull in the 

various group ribbons and help the organisation tie up a plan for moving ahead.  

 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 be your best going forward. Set your hopes and 

dreams free. Speak with people openly about what you believe the 

organisation could do and could be. 

 

 DESIGN a way ahead. Consider what you do well and build on it. 

 

 Create a DESTINY – the way you’ll put the plans into practice.  

 

The process in action – initial interviews, appreciative stories 

 

Starting out, you’re in a group of six.  

You will work together from time to time 

throughout. After introductions and chit chat, 

the facilitator asks you to form interview 

pairs of people who seem dissimilar. Each 

pair would go off to a breakout seating area 

to conduct the interviews and take notes.   
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Here are the questions. The instructions are to tell stories in response to each 

question. These questions, and the stories one tells in response, set the course for 

identifying what’s strong in the organisation. You will see why the originators called 

it an Appreciative Inquiry.  

Questions in hand, we went off in pairs to breakout seating areas, and so the 

process began. Here are the questions.   

What Attracted You?  

To begin, think back to when you first decided to join your organisation. What 

attracted you? What were your initial excitements and impressions? What 

keeps you there?  

High Point Experience?  

During your time with your organization, I’m sure you have had some ups 

and downs, some peaks and valleys, some high points and low points. I’d 

like you to reflect, for a moment, on a high point experience; a time when you 

felt most alive, most engaged -- most proud of your involvement…. Tell the 

story. What happened? What were the forces and factors that made the 

experience possible?  

What was it about you that made it a peak experience? Who were significant 

others, and what was it about them that made this a high point? What was it 

about the organization that made it a high point for you? (e.g. purpose, 

principles, systems, strategies, people, leadership, relationships, other.)  

What You Value Most?  

Next, I want you to think about some things you value deeply.  

First, without being bashful or shy, what do you value most about yourself as 

a person - at home, at work, with friends, in the community, and so on? Let’s 

imagine we had a conversation with people who know you well and we 

asked them to share. What are the three best qualities they see in you? 

What would they say? Second, when it’s at its best, what do you value most 

about your work? Third, what do you value most about your organization?  

Core Factor?  

What is the core factor that gives life and vitality to your organization without 

which the organization would cease to exist?  

Images of the Future?  

Let’s assume tonight, after our conversation here today, you go into a sound 

sleep. And when you awaken it is five years into the future. The year is 2012. 
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And while you were asleep many small and large changes happened – and 

the world changed in ways you would most like to see it – for yourself, your 

children, your grandchildren, for nature, the economy, communities, and 

people all over the world. 

Now you awaken. You go out into the world and get a panoramic view. You 

are happy with what you see. It’s the kind of world you most want to be part 

of. Please share highlights of what you see. What is happening that is the 

same? What is new? Better? What has changed? How do you know it is 

better? Give as much detail as you can.  

As you look at your organization, how do you see it contributing to your 

vision of a better world? What do you see? What does it look like? What’s 

going on around you? What’s happening that’s new and different? What do 

you see in terms of purpose, values, systems, people, ways of working, fiscal 

performance, others?  

Three Wishes?  

If you could develop or transform your organization in any way, what three 

wishes, in order of priority, would you make to heighten its overall health and 

vitality?  

An unusual professional experience 

At first it was disquieting to reveal deeply-held values to a stranger. Then, as I 

looked more and more into myself, it became exciting. I said what mattered most 

to me, and realised with relief my partner was listening not judging, and wasn’t 

going to tell me I’m a foolish optimist, too old for such things. He recorded my 

stories and took lots of notes, as I did when we swapped roles.  

Finding the appreciative topic  

Reunited with the group, within a set time limit, we were to carefully review the 

stories we’d heard in response to Questions 1 and 3 and consider the theme each 

story revealed. The themes are called “Affirmative Topics.” In this way we’d 

discover our group’s collective sense of what gives life when individuals, 

organisations and the universe are at their best.  

Here are some Affirmative Topics that our individual stories revealed.    

 Committed to a Shared Destiny    

 Eye Opening Dialogue     

 Respectful Inclusion   

 Being Safe Being Yourself   

 Collaboration and Partnership     

 Embracing and Honouring Diversity   

 The Power of Trust   
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 Being safe being yourself - our organisation’s positive core 

(Don’t let the jargon stop you. In this process, the words - carefully chosen - are 

central to ROI.)   

From the list, we would choose three affirmative topics - and for each, retell the 

story that had suggested this theme. Then we’d pare down the list to one unifying 

theme that would guide imagining, designing and planning the way ahead.  

There was no agreement, and for a while it 

seemed we’d fail to find consensus within the time 

allowed. But we kept talking and reforming ideas, 

finding new perspectives and eventually writing 

down two new topics: Mining for the Greater Good 

and Being Safe Being Yourself.  

It was a most satisfying moment when someone 

spontaneously said those topics out loud and 

everyone felt at once that they were right for us. 

 

Ultimately our group chose Being Safe Being Yourself as our Positive Core. It 

would guide decisions about how we’d organize, manage, work, and reward 

people. Furthermore, in hindsight, we could see that it embraced virtually all the 

Topics from our original list.  

The next four days – high spirits, cooperation and professional 

plans 

Over the next four days, we followed the rest of the process – Dream, Design, 

create a Destiny. Along the way we developed themes into dreams and the 

dreams into realistic, viable plans that we shared in a high-spirited, atmosphere of 

reflection, cooperation, warmth, and support.  

The last activity was to create a presentation that most closely reflects our Positive 

Core and the Destiny we’d dreamed. It could be anything and groups produced 

posters, photographs, pantomime, a play, a comedy monologue, an art show, a 

dance, and a team song. In discussions afterward, most of us were surprised that 

we weren’t shy – and that it was high-spirited fun, not a competition.  

At week’s end we all believed that given time, most workplaces could become 

happy, productive, and life-giving - and be much the more profitable for it.  

Transient buzz or enduring business benefit?  

We are sometimes truly to see our life as positive, not negative, as made up of 

continuous willing, not of constraints and prohibition. -- Mary Parker Follett   
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     Taos, New Mexico 

Why did it work? Perhaps it was a 

combination of place, which was 

indescribably beautiful, and the fact 

that we weren’t in a profit and loss 

situation.  

Also, all participants were basically 

free-spirited people who had elected 

to pay for a course about being happy 

as well as productive and profitable, 

so people were highly likely to be 

receptive and to participate fully.      

   

    
People in my AI Workshop Group 

Yet perhaps it is simply that being positive and working together is as natural as - 

yet preferable to -the dominance hierarchy that is also in our genes. The course 

leaders described several case studies of AI in corporate life. Their reports were 

inspiring and believable. If the effects endure, how fortunate for people who 

otherwise might be locked into problem solving instead of camaraderie, wholeness 

and growth.  

 

Learn more... 

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

change.”  

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

Publishers, Inc., pages 245-263   

* Foundations of Appreciative Inquiry workshop. We learned the theory and 

principles of Appreciative Inquiry, how to design and facilitate Appreciative Inquiry 

initiatives, and how to apply Appreciative Inquiry to organizational change 

opportunities. Many thanks to Diana Whitney and Jim Ludema for allowing me to 

participate.  
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